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II    POLITICAL STRUCTURES AND  INSTITUTIONS
HOW BRITAIN GOVERNS HERSELF
1  THE BRITISH CONSTITUTION
Strictly there is no British Constitution There is
no single document which contuns all the rules
legislating the operation of our system of govern
ment Indeed many of these rules have not been
written down But this is, not to say that there
are no constitutional rules Some aie to be found
in Acts of Paihament such as the Representation
of the People Acts and the Government of Ireland
Act of 1920 but these have no special validity
which distinguish them from Acts which relate to
less important aspects of our national life Even
those which have never been written down can be
fairly clearly delineated at any particular time
Therefore althxragh the task is made more difficult
by the absence of a foimal constitution it is still
possible to outline the working of our system of
government
One consequence of the lack of a written consti
tution has been the gradual evolution of the system
over the centuries without any sharp breaks m
continuity Thus although there have been
fundamental changes for instance in the role of
the monarch many of these changes have not
been recorded in any formal manner Survivals
from past ages remain to confuse the student such
that It is necessary to distinguish between what
Bagehot writing hi the 19th cent called the
efficient and dignified elements those parts
which were important hi the actual running of the
country and those parts which remained in exis
tence but now only had a symbolic role
It is not possible to attach a single label to our
system of government which serves to distinguish
it from others A number of labels—monarchical
parliamentary unitary and democratic—provide
a reasonably accurate short description mon
archical in the sense that the Queen is Head of
State although she now only plays a formal part in
the conduct of the government acting always on
the advice of her ministers parliamentary both
in the sense that Parliament is the sovereign law
making body and that the government is formed
out of Parliament and dependent on its continuing
support unitary m the sense that Parliament is
ultimately responsible for all parts of the United
Kingdom although it may have chosen to delegate
some of its powers to other institutions and
democratic on the sense that the House of
Commons is elected on a basis of universal adult
suffrage
In the absence of the safeguard of a written
constitution democracy is preserved by the or
dinary law by the political organisation of the
people by custom and by rights which depend on
the capacity of the people to sustain them It is
manifested ha universal adult suffrage the rule of
the majority and the right to oppose Thus all
citizens male and female over the age of eighteen
have the right to elect then: own member of Parlia-
ment and to vote In local elections Secondly It
is accepted that the majority has the right to rule
subject to a number of safeguards in particular the
right of the minority to oppose This consideration
is vital to a true democracy and opposition
is so essentially a part of our system that the
Leader of the Opposition is paid a salary Iby the
Government
Although their functions overlap the three or
gans of government are easily distinguishable
(I) The legislature consisting of the
Queen in Parliament
(ii) The executive consisting of the
Cabinet and other ministers in charge of
government departments staffed by civil
servants local authorities and a number of
statutory boards such as the National Coal
Board and the Post Office responsible for the
administration of particular services
(ffl) The Judiciary
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I THE QUEEN
The Queen s tenure of the Grown holds tor life
(unless she abdicates) it is hereditirj and it ia
held by statutory right ihe Queen is i constifcu
tional monarch she took an oath at her Coioni
tion to rale accoidmg to the laws and customs of
the people In law she is head of the executive
an integral part of the legislature and the head of
the judiciary as well as being commander in chief
of the armed forces and temporal head of the
Chmch of England Thus the Queen ippoints
the prune minister and legally othei ministers
only assume office on receiving their seals of office
from the Queen Equally her assent is necessary
before a bill passed by the House of Commons and
the House of Lords becomes an Act of Paihament
In practice however the Queens role is now
purely formal She icigns but she does not rule
She has no freedom of choice m the selection ot a
prune minister and the power of veto of legisl ition
is never exercised In all important respects she
acts only on the advice of her ministers In effect
the United Kingdom is governed by Her Majesty's
Government hi the name of the Queen However
the Queen still plays an important role socially as
the Head of State Member countries ot the
Commonwealth (except Malaysia Lesotho
Swaziland Tonga and those which are republics)
owe allegiance to the Queen and she is represented
by a resident Governor General All members of
the Commonwealth recognise the Queen as Head
of the Commonwealth
PARLIAMENT
Parliament consists of the Queen the House of
Lords and the House of Commons Collectively
they form the legislature Over the centuries the
balance between the three elements has changed
such that the Queen only remains a part of the
legislature in a formal sense and that the House of
Commons as the popularly elected lower House
has established its paramountcy over the House of
Lords composed of lords spiritual and lords tern
poral The maximum life of a Parliament is Jive
years but on the advice of the prune minister the
Queen may dissolve Parliament and issue a pro
clamation calling for the election of a new Parha
ment Parliament is adjourned from day to day
while m session At the end of a session (usually
12 months In length) it is prorogued At the
expiry of its life it is dissolved
(a) The Parties
To understand the operation of our system of
government it is essential to appreciate the im
portance of the party system The party system
emerged in the latter half of the seventeenth
century as Parliament gained the right to be the
law making body Since then there has basically
been a two party system, at different tunes
Cavaliers and Roundheads Tories and Whies
Conservatives and Liberals^and since the 1930s
Conservatives and Labour Parties exist to form
governments and the path to this goal lies in the
House of Commons for the party which obtains a
majority of seats has the right to have its leaders
form the government The other party forms Her
Majesty's Opposition To this end parties are
highly disciplined and coherent organisations
Once elected the majority s main function is to
sustain the government hi power The minority
accepts that because of the rigidity of the party
system, it is unlikely to defeat the government In
the Commons and therefore sees its role as one of
criticising government policy and setting forth an
alternative programme which it hopes will win the
support of the electorate at the next election
Thus the party system is a major explanation of
the relationship between the executive and the
legislature and of the role of Parliament

